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Mahler and Art 
Emil Orlik and Gustav Mahler:  
A Meeting of Minds 
 

by Jan Hoeper 
 
Born in the Czech Republic (then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire) 
in the mid-nineteenth century to middle-class, German-speaking Jewish 
parents, Emil Orlik (1870–1932) shares many biographical details with 
Gustav Mahler. Even so, these similarities could be overlooked as 
insignificant if it weren’t for the parallel paths that these artists took in 
later life, which eventually led to a hasty friendship and a mysterious 
falling-out. Orlik’s father was a respected tailor and the family lived in 
Prague near (but significantly not in) the Jewish ghetto. Like Mahler’s 
family, they were proud of their success and hopeful for the future. Orlik 
would later, like Mahler, also show a fascination with his Jewish 
heritage, producing lithographs (1897–1904) of everyday life in the 
Jewish quarter: crumbling buildings, somber bearded men, and the 
famous ancient Jewish cemeteries (still a must-see for visitors to 
Prague), with tombstones jutting from the ground like broken teeth.  
 
Like Mahler, Orlik was confident in his calling as an artist and sure of 
his ability, but his talent was not immediately realized. In 1889, Orlik 
obtained permission from his father to study art in Munich; however, he 
was denied admission to the renowned Academy of Fine Art there, so 
he enrolled in a private art school. After proving his talent, he was 
accepted at the Academy, although he soon grew exasperated with the 
conservatism of the professors and left in 1893 to work in modern, 
naturalist styles popular at the time. The years at the Academy, 
however, had sparked an interest in him that would guide his life’s work: 
printmaking. 
 
During the next few years, he began to develop his career, contributing 
work to journals such as Jugend (“Youth”) and, in 1897, the prestigious 
journal Pan, where he published his first woodcuts. The art of the 
woodcut became a passion for him, and in 1898 he went on his first trip 
abroad—to England, Scotland, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Paris—
where he had the opportunity to see many Japanese color woodblock 
prints. Japan had opened to the West in 1854 and there had been a 
steady stream of artifacts from the East since that time. The 
Impressionists (e.g., Whistler, Monet, Degas, Van Gogh, Cassatt) had 
embraced Japanese art more than two decades before Orlik discovered 
it, but trends moved slowly and the German/Austrian artistic tradition 
was only beginning to feel the waves of the Japanese tsunami that hit 
Western art at the end of the nineteenth century. What Orlik saw in 
museums and print shops, particularly in Paris, was new and exciting to 
him. Along with the other artists who formed the Secession in Vienna, 
he was looking for an utterly new, uncorrupted form. Internationalism 
also appealed to Secession artists: “We want an art without 
xenophobia. The art of other nations should stimulate us and show us 
what we ourselves are; we shall appreciate it, and admire it if it is worth 
admiring; but imitate it we shall not.” Orlik’s aesthetic held true to this 
declaration. 
 
In 1899, Orlik became a member of the Viennese Secession and began 
showing works in that city, and in February 1900 the Secessionists 
exhibited a collection of Japanese art, which gave Orlik a “foretaste” of 
the trip he would soon take. Japanese art had, by this point, been taken 
up wholeheartedly by Secession artists, as evidenced by Gustav Klimt’s 
vertical compositions and use of gold leaf and print patterns, Oskar 
Kokoschka’s interest in Japanese fans, and Carl Moll’s use of woodcut 
and simplified landscape. The Mahlers, of course, were intimately 
involved with this group: Klimt, despite the age difference, had been 
one of Alma’s first love interests in 1899; after Mahler’s death, 
Kokoschka had a torrid love affair with Alma, during which he decorated 
numerous Japanese fans for her with nude pictures of the couple 
embracing; and Carl Moll was Alma’s stepfather, who had married her 
mother after the death of Alma’s father, also a painter. Given the 
Mahlers’ place in Viennese high society, it seemed almost inevitable 
that they should come to know Emil Orlik, but this acquaintance would 
have to wait, as Orlik was headed off on a two-year trip to Japan 
(1900–1901). 

The purpose of this trip, aside from satisfying a Wanderlust he seemed 
to retain throughout life, was to learn the actual techniques of Japanese 
color woodblock printing from the source. Concerned that artists of the 
Jugendstil may have “gotten it wrong,” he sought an authenticity of 
style, subject, and technique that other Secession and Impressionist 
artists seemed to disregard. Known as a friendly extrovert, he seems to 
have met and studied with many of the Japanese practitioners at the 
time. In this remarkable period, the Japanese were as avidly interested 
in the West as Westerners were keen on Japan. Japanese journalists 
published some of Orlik’s prints in their newspapers at the same time 
that Orlik was collecting original Japanese artwork to bring back to 
Europe. After returning from this trip, Orlik published a collection, Aus 
Japan (1904), and also showed sixteen works at the 13th Viennese 
Secession Exhibit.  
 
It was after his return from Japan that Orlik first met Mahler. The Czech 
conductor Josef Stransky remembered a meeting between Mahler and 
Orlik in a cafe in Prague: 
 
“The Master agreed to be introduced to Orlik and during the lively 
conversation Orlik sketched a drawing of Mahler’s head on a postcard. 
Mahler was delighted and sent the card to his sister right away and 
invited Orlik to visit him in Vienna. So that evening was the inception of 
Orlik’s widely admired etching.”1 
 

 

 
 
Etching of Gustav Mahler with roulette and aquatint, 1902 
Plate/Image Size: 29.7 x 20 cm - (11¾ x 7¾ inches) 
Sheet Size: 42 x 32.5 cm - (16½ x 12¾ inches)  
The etching is signed and dated in pencil, with an illegible pencil inscription in the 
lower left corner of the image. It is a brilliant impression on chamois-colored 
imperial Japan paper with full, very wide margins 
 
 
Stransky assumed that this encounter in 1904 was the first meeting 
between the two, but now it appears, according to Henry-Louis de La 
Grange,2 that Mahler and Orlik already knew each other. The famous 
charcoal drawing and the etching date from 1902 and 1903, 
respectively. Orlik also encountered Mahler at an April 14, 1902, gala 
for the Secession’s Beethoven Exhibition, where Mahler conducted a 
choral passage from Beethoven’s Ninth (“Ihr sturzt nieder, Millionen?”), 
transcribed for six trombones. Like Klinger’s sculpture and Klimt’s 
frieze, Mahler’s refashioning of Beethoven was a liberal interpretation; 

                                                      
1 Ibid. 
 
2 Henry-Louis de La Grange, Gustav Mahler: Vienna: The Years of Challenge 
(1897–1904). Vol. 2. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 666. 
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however much traditionalists may have winced to behold this spectacle, 
the artists were upholding their motto: “Down with borrowed styles,” 
which resonates with Mahler’s own epithet “Tradition is slovenly.” At a 
banquet in honor of Max Klinger that night, “There were numerous 
speeches, and Emil Orlik, recently returned from Japan, gave a toast in 
spoof Japanese.”3  
 
Orlik’s portraits of Mahler are the finest that exist of the composer, and 
are really exemplary by any standard. Although Orlik never used a 
“true” Japanese style (he retained central perspective, for instance), he 
effectively chose aspects of Japanese design to incorporate in his work. 
One critic remarked of Orlik’s exhibit, “He is today the most Japanese 
European. But he is still European.”4 Orlik’s skillful use of Eastern 
techniques is evidenced by the simple, elegant lines indicating Mahler’s 
upper body in the etching. The graceful linear motion complements the 
meticulous detail of the face. In addition, in the charcoal drawing Orlik 
uses a calligraphic pen-and-ink style to lend the portrait a fluidity that 
evokes the momentum and force of Mahler’s personality.  
 
For some reason that I have been unable to discover, relations soon 
soured between Mahler and Orlik. One year after their meeting in the 
Prague cafe, Mahler wrote a letter to Alma indicating that his 
enthusiasm for Orlik had waned. Alma picked up on the shift in emotion, 
as in this letter to Mahler:  

 
 
Four Sketches of Gustav Mahler, by Emil Orlik. Members of The Chicago 
Mahlerites will immediately recognize the top left figure as the logo of the society, 
prominently displayed on the first page of Naturlaut. 
 
“Yesterday evening I went alone into the 'Blue Star' and I met the 
unavoidable Orlik (whom I always meet, whereever I go). Naturally I sat 
beside him and let him speak his mind. What he had to say about 
Japan and China ‘I acknowledged.’  He is however a confused fellow 
and described the whole thing not from his own perspective, but rather 
from some reports he got somewhere . . . Then he talked about his trip 
to Provence and what he had learned artistically there. He painted very 

                                                      
3 Henry-Louis de La Grange, Gustav Mahler: Vienna: The Years of Challenge 
(1897–1904). Vol. 2. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 514. 
 
4 Otto, Eugen, Birgit Ahrens, et al., eds. Emil Orlik: Leben und Werk, 1870–1932: 
Prag, Wien, Berlin (1997). 

differently since then—landscapes and the sun became his teachers, 
and it was so uplifting to wander in new artistic territory. I suspect that 
he took photographs there and traced pictures of Cezanne and Van 
Gogh. Besides that, I have the impression of him as a good-natured 
and honest (in the bourgeois sense) man.”5 
 
Relations had deteriorated so much that Alma made no word about 
Orlik in her memoirs, even though he had also made a portrait of her. 
 
It will take more research to discover or even speculate about the 
reason for this sudden and drastic shift in relations between Orlik and 
the Mahlers. Certainly they ran in similar circuits in society and shared 
similar interests: the theater (Orlik later designed costumes and sets in 
Berlin) and the Far East. Mahler’s own fascination with Eastern 
philosophy and music, which produced Das Lied von der Erde, are 
rooted firmly in this period around 1900–1902, in which the influence of 
Asian art and music was flourishing in the trend-setting circles of 
Viennese artistic elites. Orlik, one of the first Western artists to actually 
visit Japan, was very important in contributing to the dialogue about 
Japanese art and how it could and should be incorporated into the “new 
style” that was being born in the salons and coffeehouses of Vienna. 
 
Emil Orlik moved to Berlin in 1904 and took a post as head of the 
graphic art and book illustration department at the Academy of the 
Museum of Applied Arts. He remained there until his retirement in 1930, 
teaching such artists as George Grosz. In 1917, Orlik was chosen to be 
the only artist to document the peace talks at Brest-Litovsk. His last 
overseas trip in 1923 was, like Mahler’s, to New York City, which he 
said was harder to get used to than China. Orlik died of a heart attack in 
1932, just as the Nazis were intensifying their murderous campaign 
against the Jews in Europe. All but one member of Orlik’s extended 
family perished.6 Despite this tragedy, however, his art remains to tell 
the extraordinary story—often overshadowed by the dark clouds that 
soon would oppress the twentieth century—of a time when “xenophobia 
in art” was denounced, exciting information about the world was 
becoming available, and a new century was unfolding in a spirit of 
curiosity and creativity, exploration and experimentation.7  
 
 

                                                      
 
5Otto, Eugen, Birgit Ahrens, et al., eds. Emil Orlik: Leben und Werk, 1870–1932: 
Prag, Wien, Berlin (1997). Thanks to Petra Fey for her help with the German 
translation of this passage. 
 
6 Allan Wolman and Anne Schneider, http://www.orlikprints.com/essay.html 
 
7 The following website (usual disclaimers) has a nice online collection of Orlik’s 
works: http://www.orlikprints.com/ 

 
Mahler’s Daily Routine in the Autumn of 1896 
 
He rises at 7 a.m.—in spite of going late to bed—and while he is
getting on with his cold shower in the bathroom he is already ringing
impatiently for breakfast, which he takes alone in his room just as
soon as he has dressed. When he is feeling well, these morning
hours are his heaven, the only time that belongs, even in winter, just
to him and his work. With his coffee and a cigarette he first reads for
a while (Des Knaben Wunderhorn, Goethe and Nietzsche at
present—but he absolutely avoids all the newspapers). After that he
gets down to work as fast as possible, and during the few hours
when things go well, before 10:30 when he has to go into town for
rehearsal every day, he makes such good use of his time that while
I was there he managed to complete and make a fair copy of the
Third. Then he dashes into town on foot—a three-quarter-hour
walk—and at midday come home the same way. [...] The rest of the
time is occupied with orchestra, chorus and solo rehearsals, at
which he directs and exercises his people to such effect that their
performances reach heights never touched before....Mahler arrives
home very hungry and impatient at 2:30, heralded as he comes
along the road by his signal: [C-A-Bb-C-A-F] which calls everybody
to the table and the soup. 
 

~From Natalie Bauer Lechner’s memoirs
 


